Marzenna Czerniak-Drożdżowicz
The cult of a concrete deity is one of the characteristic features of the Pāñcarātra, an early Vaiṣṇava Tantric tradition of India. According to it, this deity is perceived as the only object of worship, but present in his many forms, among them also material representations. Since images of the god are at the same time treated as the god himself, the procedures concerning the process of transformation of a material, art object into a powerful deity's representation requires a particular practice and a particular theory behind it. This object of art and, at the same time, the object of devotion should also be beautiful and pleasant to be looked at (darśanīya) because, being like that, it stimulates devotion.1 In these installation and consecration procedures art and religion are combined.
The ideas concerning the idols and the god's presence in them can be found in the Pāñcarātrika literature as well as in the sources belonging to the Śrīvaiṣṇavas, a tradition closely related to the Pāñcarātra that elaborates ideas on the presence of god in his representations.2
One of the crucial skills of the Pāñcarātrikas, of course those entitled to it, was invoking, inviting (āvāhana) the god into his idols in the temple. The creation of these representations of the deity was subject to particular regulations since the idols had to be fashioned and created in a strictly regulated way and the rules for these procedures are explained in the Pāñcarātrika literature. Thus Pāñcarātra created an elaborate concept of different forms of god, among them so-called modes of his existence and then manifold forms accompanied with mythical stories explaining their appearance and role. The five modes/kinds of god's presence in the world are: para, vyūha, vibhava, arcāvatāra and antaryāmin. First references to them as a group can be found in such Pāñcarātrika sources as the Īśvarasaṃhitā and Śrīpraśnasaṃhitā, which are both probably not earlier than the 13th c. AD,3 therefore it is possible that the idea of these five gathered in a group developed over time.4
Para is the highest form, sometimes called nityavibhūti-the eternal manifestation. It is everlasting, existing above this universe in the highest abode of Viṣṇu called parama pada, indentified with Viṣṇu's heaven Vaikuṇṭha or described as dwelling above or outside it. This form is not accessible to devotees and often called Nārāyaṇa or Vāsudeva. It is described, for example, in the The god has a form of six qualities, bright as a shining sun, with limbs everywhere, with eyes, head and face [present] everywhere. They called Him the highest (para), the only one, being a dwelling/refuge of everything, the Lord.'
One of the crucial features of this form is its possessing the six divine characteristics (guṇa)5 in their highest/upmost degree.6 The para form has particular iconographical representations and is often depicted as four-armed and lying on the Śeṣa snake. Such a form, having snake's seven hoods above his head, can be called ādimūrti.7 Para is also represented as accompanied by Garuḍa and other deities such as Viṣvaksena, who form an usual group of attending gods.
